One stop breast clinics--victims of their own success? A prospective audit of referrals to a specialist breast clinic.
We aimed to assess the number of unnecessary referrals to a specialist breast clinic, with special reference to urgent referrals, and to compare referrals with published guidelines for referral to these clinics. We carried out a prospective audit of new patient referrals from primary care to a specialist breast clinic. We assessed the total number of referrals, proportion of urgent and non-urgent referrals, proportion of unnecessary referrals according to published guidelines, waiting times for outpatient appointments and outcomes for these patients. Of the total of 321 referrals, 35% were urgent. Twenty-eight per cent of urgent referrals and 37% of non-urgent were inappropriate according to published guidelines. Ten per cent of referrals had breast cancer while 90% had benign disease or no pathology. There is a proliferation of guidelines (NHS, SIGN, BASO, Patients' Charter) for the organization of specialist breast clinics with the aim of providing rapid diagnosis for patients with malignant disease, or reassurance for symptomatic patients that they do not have breast cancer. However increasing numbers of patients are being referred to these clinics with minimal or no pathology, and this is not acknowledged by these guidelines. In this prospective study of referrals from primary care to a specialist breast clinic, one-third of referrals were inappropriate and this inevitably reduced the efficiency of the service provided for patients with significant symptoms.